
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cutting in the Liechtenauer Tradition 
 
We should learn to cut so that we may learn to use our swords.  Not the plastic ones, or the blunt ones, but the real 
ones. 
 
Those of us who undertake the study of medieval combat have chosen a difficult path.  On top of the challenge of 
reconstructing a martial art from static images and text, we have the fact that medieval fechtbucher were never 
intended to teach us the basics of combat, and thus a tremendous amount of what was once common knowledge 
has been lost forever. 
 
ά...so that every fencer who already understands fencing can understand this artΦέ - Sigmund Ringeck Fechtbuch 
  
ά...so that anyone who knows how to fight can understand themΦέ - Von Danzig Fechbuch 
  
The German masters did not tell us how to move, or how to strike, because in their time they did not need to.  The 
fechtbucher were written for people who already knew the basics of fencing, including footwork, power 
generation and cutting mechanics.   
 
Unfortunately, that leaves us without much to go on, forcing us to interpolate and speculate as best we can.  One 
option, and the one I have chosen, is to use arts with a living lineage and similar enough mechanics that we can 
borrow the material from them without the need to reinvent a perfectly good wheel. 
 

Goals of Cutting 
We do have some information, in the form of illustrations, on what we are expected to achieve with our cutting. 
                                      
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Decapitation, 
severing of limbs, 
splitting of the 
skull.  These are 
difficult goals, and 
not easily achieved 
without sufficient 
training and an 
intuitive 
knowledge of how 

swords cut. 
 
These goals give us a glimpse into how the cutting mechanics of 
the art need to function in order to achieve what is required.  We 
can dismiss the myth of the clumsy hacking strike because such a 
blow would be insufficient to do what is shown here in the 
illustrations.  The swordsmen accomplishing these feats knew 
exactly how swords functioned and how to get the most out of 
them to no lesser extent than did the Japanese.  
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Why Cut? 
There is no evidence that our medieval ancestors did any form of cutting as part of their training.  While absence of 
evidence is not evidence of absence, we can assume that they did not do any form of cutting and still consider 
cutting a valuable part of our curriculum today.  This is because whether they practiced cutting or not, they 
certainly knew how to cut.  How they got that skill is largely irrelevant, because it most likely involved things we 
cannot do today without going to prison.   
 
It may surprise you to learn that cutting tatami as part of a sword art curriculum is a relatively modern invention 
for the Japanese as well.  During WII, Japanese soldiers were returning from battle with bent swords.  The 
instructors of the army school of swordsmanship decided that modern people were too far removed from the 
realities of the sword and instituted a cutting curriculum using bundles of soaked straw (which were later replaced 
with rolled tatami).  Soon after, the number of bent swords was greatly diminished. 
 
The most basic reason for why we should learn to cut is the same for us as it was for the Japaneseτto learn to use 
our swords.  Not the plastic ones, or the blunt ones, but the real ones.  If you win every tournament you attend but 
cannot cut well, then what exactly are you doing when you strike someone with your sword simulator?  If your 
ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ ǎǇƻǊǘ ŦŜƴŎƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎ ǇƻƛƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿŜƭƭΗ  .ǊŀǾƻΣ ƪŜŜǇ ǳǇ 
the good work.  However, if the goal of your training is to learn to use a real sword in earnest and your free fencing 
serves as a training aid to accomplish this goal, then what you are doing is discovering a pretty serious flaw in your 
technique, a flaw that you need to correct. 
 
One of the most important uses of cutting in a well rounded curriculum is to make sure that each and every one of 
your strikes, be it in free fencing or drills, are real strikes that can end a fight and not empty gestures. 
 

Basic Cutting Theory 
A sword is a sharp object designed for cutting and thrusting.  To think that this weapon would have been used with 
a preference for blunt trauma makes little sense, thus we are forced to assume that swords were used with the 
intent to cause injury through cuts, slashes and thrusts, as indicated by the Drei Wunder, or three wounders, of the 
Liechtenauer tradition. 
 
Cutting with the sword applies only to blossfechtenτunarmored fightingτand not to harnessfechten. 
 
Cutting is not an issue of power.  Applying your upper body muscles can only hurt your ability to cut.  Cutting is an 
issue of trajectory and velocity, which takes lower and central body power to achieve, and letting the sword do its 
job without getting in its way, which takes upper body fluidity and coordination.  To know how to cut is to know 
just what it takes (force, trajectory, etc.) to cut the various things you will need to cut to destroy your opponent,  
so that you will apply only that which is needed, not too much, and certainly not too little. 
 
All cuts are powered not by the arms but by the lower body, primarily the hips.  When cutting, take care not to use 
your arms or shoulders.  These should be relaxed at all times. 
 

Grip 
Proper grip is extremely important.  First and foremost, whether you want to use a pistol grip or a hammer grip,  
ȅƻǳǊ ƎǊƛǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǿƻǊŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŦƭǳƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŦǘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜƎƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎǊŀŎƪ ƛǘΦ 
 
When striking, you should tighten only the bottom two fingers.  Start by tightening them only a little, and gradually 
tighten them more as your sword approaches its target.  Fully tighten your grip (but do not tense your arms) as 
your sword impacts the target, then soften the grip immediately as it moves free. 
 
The pinky is the most important finger for most strikes, the pointer finger the least important.  The proper 
tightening and relaxing of your grip through the pinky and the finger above it is essential for knowing how to use a 


